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Preface
Edgar Allan Poe is a widely read American author, but
among his many readers there is.. much disparity as to the
value of what he wrote.

Even accurate biographical facts

are in dispute since Poe had the misfortune of having the
first account of his life entrusted to Rufus Griswald, a man
whose footnote in history seems to be his calumniation of
not just details but the tenor of Poe's life.

The Literary

History of the United States edited by Robert Spiller
states, "Concerning none of the major American authors of
the nineteenth century has there been anything like the
critical disagreement that still surrounds the name of Edgar
Allan Poe" (321).
Critical assessments run the gamut.

Poe's harsher

critics find him to have little or no literary value.

Some

even attack the aesthetic sense of those who give a more
positive estimation of his worth.

For Henry James, "An

enthusiasm for Poe is the mark of a decidedly primitive
stage of reflection" (66).

For T.S. Eliot, "That Poe had a

powerful intellect is undeniable: but it seems to me the
intellect of a highly gifted young person before puberty"
(212).

For Yvor Winters, "Poe has long passed casually with

me and with most of my friends as a bad writer accidentally
and temporarily popular .

" (177).

Aldous Huxley feels

that "a very great artist perished on most of the occasions
when Poe wrote verse" (161).

Mark Twain states, "To me his

prose is unreadable--like Jane Austen's.

No, there is a
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difference.

I could read his prose on salary, but not

Jane's" (qtd. in That Strange Mr. Poe, 4).
From a more positive point of view, Allen Tate states,
"Poe is the transitional figure. in modern 1 iterature because
he discovered our great subject, the disintegration of
personality • . • " ("The Angelic Imagination," 241).

For

Richard Wilbur, "Poe is a great artist, and I would rest my
case for him on his prose allegories of psychic conflict.
In them, Poe broke wholly new ground, and they remain the
best things of their kind in our literature" ("The House of
Poe," 277).
writer.
Poe, 4).

For Paul Valery, "Poe is the only impeccable

He was never mistaken" (qtd. in That Strange Mr.
For Baudelaire, "Poe is a giant

• the most

powerful writer of the age" (qtd. in That Strange Mr. Poe,
3).

For George Bernard Shaw, his stories, "are not merely

stories: they are complete works of art, like prayer
carpets" (qtd. in Regan, 12).
The middle range of the critical spectrum has no lack of
voices.

Among them James Russell Lowell's succinct

summation stands out:
Here comes Poe with his Raven, like Barnaby Rudge
Three fifths of him genius, and two fifths sheer
fudge. (qtd. in Williams, 128)
As Poe continues to be read, long past the time when the
names of some of his more celebrated contemporary writers
can be remembered, readers still search for his value.

One

area of interest in the criticism of the past 30 or 40 years
is the function of the narrator in Poe's fiction.

Again,
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there is dissension.

Critical opinion of the narrator can

generally be divided into two groups.

One group views the

narrator as, intentionally or �nintentionally, a transparent
autobiographical projection of

Poe

himself into his works.

A second group sees the narrator as a conscious fictional
technique.

Poe's theory of unity in fiction as he expressed

it in his "Review of Nathaniel Hawthorne's Twice-Told
Tales," stresses the importance of unity of effect and the
necessity that each element of the fiction contribute to the
single effect:
A skilful literary artist • • • having conceived,
with deliberate care, a certain unique or single
effect to be wrought out, he then invents such
incidents--he then combines such events as may best
aid him in establishing this preconceived effect.
If his very initial sentence tend not to the
outbringing of this effect, then he has failed in
his first step. In the whole composition there
should be no word written, of which the tendency,
direct or indirect, is not to the one
pre-established design. (450)
It is the thesis of this paper that the narrator in Poe's
fiction is a reflection of his theory of unity at work.

The

narrator is neither a mouthpiece for Poe nor a subconscious
autobiographical extension of himself.

In the three stories

selected for this study, "Ligeia," "The Oval Portrait," and
"The Fall of the House of Usher," the narrator becomes a
carefully controlled fictional technique which Poe uses to
reveal inner conflict.
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The study of the narrator will focus on these points:
his credibility, his dream state, his function as a symbol
to externalize inner conflict, _his psychological
verisimilitude, and his percep�ion of setting as reflective
of the inner mind.

Chapter I
One of Poe's first aims in his stories with first person
narrators is to call into quest-ion the credibility of the
narrator.

The narrator's state�of mind is revealed to be

subject to influences that render its objectivity invalid.
"The Oval Portrait" begins with the narrator's
statement, "My fever had been excessive and of long
duration.111 He quickly adds to this the information that he
has been wounded by banditti, has lost a great deal of
blood, has been sleep-deprived for more than a week, and is
too ill to be left alone while his valet goes for help.

To

alleviate his suffering in this feverish, weakened, and
helpless state, he resorts to ingesting opium.

Almost

one-fifth of this brief story is devoted to establishing the
narrator's inability to judge an appropriate dose and his
subsequent overdose.

The rest of. the narrative is presented

by an observer who now adds opium-induced delirium and
hallucination to his already deteriorated state of mind.
In "Ligeia," the narrator begins his story by calling
attention to a peculiar mental lapse on his part.

"I

cannot, for my soul, remember how, when, or even precisely
where, I first became acquainted with the lady Ligeia [his
wife]."

A few sentences later, he suddenly realizes that he

has "never known the paternal name of her who was my friend
and my betrothed, and who became the partner of my
studies, and finally the wife of my bosom."

Such notable

lapses of memory and gaps in knowledge are abnormal and
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suggest the narrator be taken with caution.

Next, the

narrator reveals the devastating impact of his wife's
illness and death.

"I saw that· she must die--and I

struggled desperately in spirit.with the grim Azreal."

"She

died;--and I, crushed into the very dust with sorrow, could
no longer endure the lonely desolation of my dwelling
II

In this grief-stricken state, he sells this home

and acquires another which he furnishes in a bizarre manner
that he himself finds suggestive of insanity.

"Alas, I feel

how much even of incipient madness might have been
discovered in • . • " the furnishings.

At this point, in

what he terms "a moment of mental alienation," he marries
the Lady Rowena.

Almost immediately he is overwhelmed with

memories of his lost Ligeia.

Like the narrator of "The Oval

Portrait," he turns to opium, but for mental rather than
physical solace.
frequent.

His references to opium use become

"In the excitement of my opium dreams (for I was

habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug) I would
call aloud upon her name •

II

"I was wild with the

excitement of an immoderate dose of opium

II

"Wild

visions, opium-engendered, flitted, shadowlike, before me.
I gazed with unquiet eye • . . • "

So, in revealing himself

to be subject to abnormal lapses of memory, grief-stricken
to the point of insanity, and opium-addicted, another
narrator undermines his own credibility.
The narrator of "The Fall of the House of Usher," by
contrast, purports to be a sane, calm, and most credible
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narrator.

He does not use drugs.

traumatizing bodily harm.
narrator.

He suffers no

Yet, he too, is an unreliable

Subject to inexplicable depression and irrational

fears, he becomes increasingly Unstable.

The narrator

himself is aware of his susceptibility to fears and
depression, but he insists on finding natural, everyday
causes to explain his feelings.

He insists too much.

In

the second sentence of the story, he gives his first
reaction to the House of Usher.

"I know not how it

was--but, with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of
insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit."

Although he is not

under the influence of opium, he describes the effect that
the house has upon him as equivalent to that state of
depression produced by the wearing off of an opium high:
I looked upon the scene before me • • • with an
utter depression of soul which I can compare to no
earthly sensation more properly than to the
after-dream of the reveller upon opium--the bitter
lapse into every-day life--the hideous dropping off
of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a
sickening of the heart--an unredeemed dreariness of
thought . • • . (1)
He is at a loss to provide a satisfactory explanation for
his reaction:
What was it--I paused to think--what was it that so
unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of
Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could I
grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded upon
me as I pondered. I was forced to fall back upon
the unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond
doubt, there are combinations of very simple
natural objec�which have the power of thus
affecting us, still the analysis of this power lies
among considerations beyond our depth. (2)
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As.the incidents of fear and depression increase, so do
the narrator's efforts to provide plausible, natural
explanations.

It is the pattern of insistence on natural,

harmless causes broken by moments of complete failure to
provide any explanation that suggests a mental imbalance.
When he feels his fears increasing, he dismisses this
reaction as normal.

"There can be no doubt that the

consciousness of the rapid increase of my superstition--for
why should I not so term it?--served mainly to accelerate
the increase itself."

When he observes a peculiar

atmosphere about the house, he attributes it to his
overworked imagination.

"[T]here grew in my mind a strange

fancy--a fancy so ridiculous, indeed, that I but mention it
to shown the vivid force of the sensations which oppressed
me."

When he sees the Lady Madeline for the first time,

however, he has no explanation at all for his reaction.

"I

regarded her with an utter astonishment not unmingled with
dread; and yet I found it impossible to account for such
feelings."
At the point that Madeline confines herself to her bed,
the relationship between Roderick and the narrator becomes
more intimate.

The more intimate the association, the more

the narrator is influenced by Roderick's state of mind, a
mind (in the narrator's own words) suffering "the tottering
of his lofty reason upon her throne."

After Madeline's

temporary entombment, the narrator describes first
Roderick's mental state and then his own.
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And now, some days of bitter grief having elapsed,
an observable change came over the features of the
mental disorder of my friend • . • • The once
occasional huskiness of his tone was heard no more;
and a tremulous quaver,, as if of extreme terror,
habitually characterized his utterance. There were
times, indeed, when I thought his unceasingly
agitated mind was labouring with some oppressive
secret, to divulge which he struggled for the
necessary courage. At times again, I was obliged
to resolve all into the mere inexplicable vagaries
of madness, for I beheld him gazing upon vacancy
for long hours, in an attitude of the profoundest
attention, as if listening to some imaginary sound.
It was no wonder that his condition terrified--that
it infected me. I felt creeping upon me, by slow
yet certain degrees, the wild influences of his own
fantastic yet impressive superstitions. (15)
The narrator's efforts to put a rational face on his
mental state are faltering.
It was, especially, upon retiring to bed late in
the night of the seventh or eighth day after the
placing of the lady Madeline within the donjon,
that I experienced the full power of such
I struggled to reason off the
feelings. •
nervousness which had dominion over me. I
endeavoured to believe that much, if not all of
what I felt, was due to the bewildering influence
of the gloomy furniture of the room . • • . But my
efforts were fruitless. An irrepressible tremour
gradually pervaded my frame; and, at length, there
sat upon my very heart an incubus of utterly
causeless alarm. (15)
The more tenuous his hold on sanity becomes, the harder he
struggles to maintain his grip.

When Usher enters the

narrator's room and forcibly directs his attention to the
unnatural atmospheric conditions outside the house, the
narrator leads him away from the window "with a gentle
violence" and dismisses the phenomena: "These appearances,
which bewilder you, are merely electrical phenomena not
uncommon . . • • "

And, again, when he begins to hear sounds
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that parallel those in the story he has chosen to calm
Usher, he dismisses them.

" [I] at once concluded that my

excited fancy had deceived me."· "It was, beyond doubt, the
coincidence alone which had arrested my attention • . .

II

Finally, he can no longer convince himself (the very person
he has been trying to convince all along):
Here again I paused abruptly, and now with a
feeling of wild amazement--for there could be no
doubt whatever that, in this instance, I did
actually hear (although from what direction it
proceeded I found it impossible to say) a low and
apparently distant, but harsh, protracted, and most
unusual screaming or grating sound--the exact
counterpart of what my fancy had already conjured
up for the dragon's unnatural shriek as described
by the romancer. (18-19)
When Usher addresses the narrator as "MADMAN" he does not
dispute the term nor does he offer plausible explanations
for subsequent events.

Of the Lady Madeline's appearance at

the door, he states only, "From that chamber, and from that
mansion, I fled aghast."
Why does Poe go to so much trouble to discredit the
teller of the story?

If the narrator cannot be taken at

face value, the reader must dig deeper into the story, must
find another level on which to read it.

The lack of

credibility for the narrator is a signpost pointing to
undercurrents of meaning in the story.

Beneath the surface,

beyond the obvious, there is more to see and know.
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Notes

1The material cited from "The Black Cat" and "The Oval
Portrait" is taken from The Short Fiction of Edgar Allan Poe
edited by Stuart and Susan Levirie.

All other material cited

from Poe selections will be from the W. H. Auden edition.

Chapter II
How does one go beneath the surface?
same portal in each story.

Poe provides the

An -undercurrent in the

description and events of each story suggests the
possibility that the narrator may be falling asleep, falling
into a dream state.

The significance of the dream state is

that it leads inside the narrator's mind to his
subconscious, to a plane of inner conflict and psychological
reality.

Many Poe interpreters recognize the dream state in

Poe's fiction.

Among them is Richard Wilbur whose prefacing

essay to the Poe section in Major Writers of America states,
"The typical Poe story is, in its action, an allegory of
dream experience: it occurs within the mind of a
poet; . . • the steps of the action correspond to the
successive states of mind moving into sleep; and the end of
the action is the end of a dream" (378).

In another essay,

"The House of Poe," Wilbur details a progressive sequence of
mental stages leading from the "waking world to the world of
dreams . • • from wakefulness to reverie, from reverie to
the hypnagogic state, from the hypnagogic state to deep
dream" ( 2 5 9 - 6 0) •
In "Marginalia," Poe himself gives credence to dream
state revelations.
There is, however, a class of fancies, of exquisite
delicacy, which are not thoughts, and to which, as
yet, I have found it absolutely impossible to adapt
language . • • • They seem to me rather psychal
than intellectual. They arise in the soul (alas,
how rarely!) only at its epochs of most intense
tranquillity--when the bodily and mental health are
in perfection--and at those mere points of time
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where the confines of the waking world blend with
those of the world of dreams. I am aware of these
"fancies" only when I am upon the very brink of
sleep, with the consciousness that I am so . . . •
I regard the visions .- . • as a glimpse of the
spirit's outer world. (435-36)
Of particular interest to Poe is the stage which Wilbur
terms the hypnagogic state and which Poe describes as "the
point of blending between wakefulness and sleep."

Poe

claimed he had cultivated the ability to prevent himself
from passing from this state into sleep and instead could
direct himself toward wakefulness.

The benefit of this

ability was the capacity to remember and study the
revelations of this state, as he explains in "Marginalia."
I have proceeded so far, secondly, as to prevent
the lapse from the point of which I speak--the
point of blending between wakefulness and sleep--as
to prevent at will, I say, the lapse from this
border-ground into the dominion of sleep. Not that
I can continue the condition--not that I can render
the point more than a point--but that I can startle
myself from the point into wakefulness--and thus
transfer the point itself into the realm of __
Memory--convey its 1mpressToris, or more properly
their recollections, to a situation where (although
still for a brief period) I can survey them with
the eye of analysis. (437)
Through the dream state he defines in "Marginalia," Poe
takes the reader inside the mind of the narrator to receive
"psychal impressions," "instantaneous intuitions," and "a
glimpse of the spirit's outer world."
Suggestions of drowsiness and reverie run throughout the
stories.

In "The Oval Portrait," the weakened physical

condition and opium use that discredit the narrator's
objective reliability also open the door to the dream state.
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His fever and drug-induced delirium suggest a sort of dream
state.

He explicitly states his desire to sleep or at least

to enjoy the art around him in _quiet meditation.

"I wished

all this done that I might resign myself, if not to sleep,
at least alternately to the contemplation of these pictures,
and the perusal of a small volume . •

II

He situates

himself in an atmosphere conducive to sleep, reading in bed
in a candelit room.

Time passes.

devoutly, devotedly I gazed.

"Long--long I read--and

Rapidly and gloriously the

hours flew by, and the deep midnight came."
approaches.

Sleep

When startled by a previously unnoticed

painting, he says its effect on him is "to dissipate the
dreamy stupor which was stealing over my senses, and to
startle me at once to waking life."

The episode recalls

Poe's own description of waking himself from the hypnagogic
state for the purpose of remembering the revelation of his
dream state.

What the narrator now reveals may all be a

dream.
The narrator of "Ligeia" characterizes Ligeia as
something out of a dream.

He describes her facial beauty in

terms of an opium dream.
In beauty of face no maiden ever equalled her. It
was the radiance of an opium-dream--an airy and
spirit-lifting vision more wildly divine than the
phantasies which hovered about the slumbering souls
of the daughters of Delos. (23)
When he struggles unsuccessfully to read the expression
buried in her eyes, he describes a struggle not unlike that
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of an awakened dreamer trying unsuccessfully to recall some
distant dream:
[I]n our endeavors to.recall to memory something
long forgotten, we often find ourselves upon the
� verge of remembrance, without beingaoie-:-Tn
�end, to remember. And thus how frequently, in
my intense scrutiny of Ligeia's eyes, have I felt
approaching the full knowledge of their
expression--felt it approaching--yet not quite be
mine--and so at length entirely depart! (25)
After the death of Ligeia, the narrator often describes
his perceptions as dream/sleep induced.

He explains the

choice of interior design for his remote abbey as "my labors
and orders had taken a coloring from my dreams."

During his

deathbed vigil with the still-living Rowena he observes
incidents he considers dream-like or hallucinatory.
But, as I stepped beneath the light of the censer,
two circumstances of a startling nature attracted
my attention. I had felt that some palpable
although invisible object had passed lightly by my
person; and I saw that there lay upon the golden
carpet, in the very middle of the rich lustre
thrown from the censer, a shadow--a faint,
indefinite shadow of angelic aspect--such as might
be fancied for the shadow of a shade. But I was
wild with the excitement of an immoderate dose of
opium, and heeded these things but little, nor
spoke of them to Rowena. (34)
Moments later he states, "I saw, or may have dreamed that I
saw, fall within the goblet, as if from some invisible
spring in the atmosphere of the room, three or four large
drops of a brilliant and ruby colored fluid."
wake, he continually dreams of Ligeia.
into visions of Ligeia •

II

During the

"And again I sunk

When he sees the corpse

rise, it is a dream-like movement.
[A]rising from the bed, tottering, with feeble
steps, with closed eyes, and with the manner of one
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bewildered in a dream, the thing that was
enshrouded advanced boldly and palpably into the
middle of the apartment. (38)
The narrator describes his -own physical state as
primarily one of stasis, the mo:tionless dreamer watching the
panorama of the dream pass before him.

"The night

waned; . • . I remained gazing upon the body of Rowena."

"I

resolutely and perseveringly kept my attention riveted upon
the body."

"I fell back with a shudder upon the couch from

which I had been so startingly aroused, and again gave
myself up to passionate waking visions of Ligeia."

"I had

long ceased to struggle or to move, and remained sitting
rigidly upon the ottoman, a helpless prey to a whirl of
violent emotions

It

I trembled not--I stirred not--for a crowd of
unutterable fancies connected with the air, the
stature, the demeanor of the figure, rushing
hurriedly through my brain, had paralyzed--had
chilled me into stone. I stirred not--but gazed
upon the apparition. (38)
The narrator describes himself both mentally and physically
as one in a dream.
The first sentence of "The Fall of the House of Usher n
also suggests a dream state:
During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day
in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung
oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing
alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary
tract of country, and at length found myself, as
the shades of the evening drew on, within view of
the melancholy House of Usher. (1)
The syntax of the sentence produces a pronounced lulling
effect.

Separated into eight parts by commas, the sentence
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has a Droning cadence.

The alliteration of the first few

words contributes to the effect: "During the whole of a
dull, dark, and soundless �ay" .(emphasis added).

This first

sentence is a testimony to Poe'� theory of unity of effect
at work.

"If his very initial sentence tend not to the

outbringing of this effect, then he has failed in his first
step.''

The lulling effect of the syntax is reinforced by

the dreary monotony of the scene described.

By its lack of

stimulation, the scenery suggests the drowsiness induced by
the boredom of travel.

At the end of a long day the

narrator is ready for sleep.
Subsequently in the story, the narrator refers to his
perceptions as dreamlike.

Again, his first impression of

the house is analogous to "the after-dream of the reveller
upon opium."

He speaks of "shadowy fancies," "a host of

unnatural sensations," "a sensation of stupor," of "shaking
off from my spirit what must have been a dream," and of
listening "as if in a dream."
Roderick, too, is a dreamer.

The narrator mentions the

books "over which Usher would sit dreaming for hours."
After Madeline's burial, he describes Usher as in a
trance-like state.

"[I] beheld him gazing upon vacancy for

long hours, in an attitude of the profoundest attention, as
if listening to some imaginary sound.''

As the narrator

becomes increasingly intimate with and influenced by
Roderick, he becomes more deeply immersed in the dream
state.
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The night of the storm, as the story builds to a climax,
the narrator pointedly denies that either he or Usher is
asleep.

"Sleep came not near my couch . . • • "

"[F]or I

felt that I should sleep no more during the night."
I knew that he was not asleep."

"[Y]et

The import of the denials

is much the same as with the narrator's insistence on
natural explanations.

He insists too much.

In spite of the

preceding denials, his last description of Usher, before
they both see Madeline at the door, is one of a physically
passive dreamer whose attention is riveted to the dream
before him.

"His eyes were bent fixedly before him, and

throughout his whole countenance there reigned a stony
rigidity."

Thus, the narrator of "Usher," like the

narrators of "Ligeia" and "The Oval Portrait," is dreaming
his way to increased inner awareness.

Chapter III
As the dream state leads into the mind of the narrator,
leads to an inner reality, the-characters themselves become
representative of different asp·ects of the mind.

Two or

more characters in a story are often individuations of
different aspects of the same personality.

Poe suggests

this symbolic interrelationship among the characters by
providing some sort of literal connection between
characters: a blood relationship, a mental or spiritual
kinship, a physical resemblance, a coincidence in
biographical data.
In most instances the narrator functions as a symbol of
the conscious mind.

As the narrator's dream state takes him

to some degree of awareness of his subconscious mind, the
other character or characters function as aspects of the
subconscious mind, aspects usually in conflict with each
other and/or the narrator.

The narrator's degree of

awareness of the subconscious struggle is variable and
sometimes a part of the conflict itself.
The characters in "The Oval Portrait" are not strongly
bound as aspects of a single personality.

The narrator's

dream state does lead him to a subconscious level of
awareness, but the hints by which Poe usually links the
conscious mind/narrator to the subconscious mind/characters
to suggest one externalized personality are, at best, very
weak.

With effort, the following links might be suggested.

First, the revelation of the subconscious conflict comes to
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the na-rrator through the medium of a book which explains the
art in the chamber.

In Poe, written communication is

sometimes an indication of a S\J!llmons from the subconscious
mind.

Second, when the narrator enters the setting

indicative of the subconscious realm, he states, "To all
appearance it had been temporarily and very lately
abandoned."

The statement could suggest that the narrator

himself has recently blocked out what is to be found in his
own subconscious.

His subconscious mind is summoning him

back to confront the conflict repressed there.

Third, the

narrator's interest in the paintings suggests a common bond
with the artist: "[I]n these paintings my incipient
delirium, perhaps, had caused me to take deep
interest . • • • "

That the interest seems inspired by the

delirium, a form of his dream state, suggests that his
subconscious mind is guiding him toward greater awareness of
the artistic part of himself.

Finally, his reaction to the

portrait of the artist's wife suggests a possible connection
to her:
I glanced at the painting hurriedly, and then
closed my eyes. Why I did this was not at first
apparent even to my own perception. But while my
lids remained thus shut, I ran over in mind my
reason for so shutting them. It was an impulsive
movement to gain time for thought--to make sure
that my vision had not deceived me--to calm and
subdue my fancy for a more sober and more certain
gaze. ( 66-6 7)
On the surface his reaction may be explained by the
incredible "life-likeliness" of the painting.

On a

subliminal level, it could be explained as a glimmer of
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·recogriition.

Perhaps he recognizes this artist's wife as

his own, as a part of himself that he has repressed.

Again,

at best, the connections of the narrator to the other
characters are forced.

Poe's intention may be that the

revelation focus on such a conflict in general, not
necessarily self-knowledge on the part of the narrator.

Or,

perhaps it is because the craftsmanship in this story is not
Poe's best.
The connection between the other two characters as
conflicting aspects of the same personality is more clearly
established.

Revealed only in the narrator's dream state,

they represent the subconscious mind.

Their husband-wife

relationship indicates a link between aspects of the same
mind.

The wife represents a fullness of life, a this-world

involvement.
in life.

She is a beautiful, sensual woman revelling

The art volume describes her as "a maiden of

rarest beauty, and not more lovely than full of glee; all
light and smiles, and frolicksome as the young fawn: loving
and cherishing all things.''

The artist represents that

creative talent and drive within the individual.

He is

already married to his art by the devotion that art demands
of those to whom it gives its inspiration and insights.

The

volume of art history characterizes him as "passionate,
studious, austere, and having already a bride in his Art"
and as "a passionate, and wild and moody man, who became
lost in reveries."

He seems to withdraw from life so that

Smith 22
in his· detached contemplation of life he may better
represent it as an artist.
The inner conflict is between that part of the
personality that wishes to participate and revel in life and
that part which feels the need to detach itself and withdraw
in order to create life in art.

The more successfully the

artist paints, the less he is involved in life himself.

He

blocks out awareness of his wife as a living being and sees
her only as the focus of his art.

He becomes an observer

of, not a participator in, life.
In both "Ligeia" and "Usher," the narrator who falls to
sleep enters the dream world of his subconscious and the
inner conflict revealed to him in his own.

Poe provides

several suggestions to link Ligeia/narrator/Rowena as
different aspects of one personality.

Both Rowena and

Ligeia are connected to the narrator as wives.

Ligeia's

relationship to the narrator is multi-faceted.

The narrator

describes Ligeia as "my friend and my betrothed, . • • the
partner of my studies, and finally the wife of my bosom."
She is his intellectual mentor:
[Y]et I was sufficiently aware of her infinite
supremacy to resign myself, with a child-like
confidence, to her guidance through the chaotic
world of metaphysical investigation at which I was
most busily occupied during the earlier years of
our marriage. (26-27)
Symbolically, the narrator again represents the
conscious mind of the personality.

Ligeia is that aspect of

his subconscious that represents insight into the
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other-world realm of the ideal, of ultimate knowledge.

That

she represents the ideal is suggested in her physical and
mental perfection.

Physically.she has a flawless, ideal

beauty.
I examined the contour of the lofty and pale
forehead--it was faultless--how cold indeed that
word when applied to a majesty so divinel--the skin
rivalling the purest ivory, the commanding extent
and repose, the gentle prominence of the regions
above the temples; and then the raven-black, the
glossy, the luxuriant and naturally-curling
tresses, setting forth the full force of the
Homeric epithet, "hyacinthine!" I looked at the
delicate outlines of the nose--and nowhere but in
the graceful medallions of the Hebrews had I beheld
a similar perfection. (23-24)
He goes on at length to describe her physical perfection
feature by feature.

His summation of her physical beauty

emphasizes its other-worldly idealness.

"And at such

moments was her beauty--in my heated fancy thus it appeared
perhaps--the beauty of beings either above or apart from the
earth .

II

Her mental capacities are characterized as perfect in
that her knowledge is all-inclusive and without error.
I said her knowledge was such as I have never known
in woman--but where breathes the man who has
traversed, and successfully, all the wide areas of
moral, physical, and mathematTcal science? I saw
not then what I now clearly perceive, that the
acquisitions of Ligeia were gigantic, were
astounding • • . • (26)
When she speaks, she brings him revelations not of this
world.

"My brain reeled as I hearkened entranced, to a

melody more than mortal--to assumptions and aspirations
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which mortality had never before known."

She guides him to

his greatest peaks of understanding and knowledge.
Although Ligeia herself represents the ideal, the
narrator/Ligeia marriage is noi ideal.

The narrator

classifies their marriage as one "ill-omened."
narrator's reach exceeds his grasp.
in part what Ligeia communicates.

First, the

He can only comprehend
The conscious mind cannot

envision the total revelation of the subconscious.

He

strives fervently to decipher the expression in Ligeia's
eyes, the key to a total understanding.
The expression of the eyes of Ligeial How for long
hours have I pondered upon it! How have I, through
the whole of a midsummer night, struggled to fathom
it! What was it--that something more profound than
the well of Deomcritus--which lay far within the
pupils of my beloved? What was it? I was
possessed with a passion to aTscover. Those eyes!
those large, those shining, those divine orbs!
they became to me twin stars of Leda, and I to them
devoutest of astrologers. (24-25)
In spite of his efforts, he is unsuccessful:
And thus how frequently, in my intense scrutiny of
Ligeia's eyes, have I felt approaching the full
knowledge of their expression-felt it
approaching--yet not quite be mine--and so at
length entirely depart I (25)
A second imperfection in the marriage is that it is not
lasting.

Ligeia, that insightful part of his subconscious

that could glimpse ideal knowledge, fades and dies.

Without

it the conscious mind is as "a child groping benighted.

Her

presence, her readings alone, rendered vividly luminous the
many mysteries of the transcendentalism in which we were
immersed."

At best, man's glimpses of such knowledge are
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temporary and partial in scope.

More than that is not for

mortal man.

It is a "wisdom too divinely precious not to be

forbidden."

Both consciously a_nd subconsciously the

narrator/Ligeia personality struggles against these
limitations.

The narrator states of himself "I saw that she

must die--and I struggled desperately in spirit

II

Of

Ligeia he stated that "in the intensity of her wild desire
for life,--for life--but for life--solace and reason were
Nonetheless, Ligeia dies and

alike the uttermost of folly."

the narrator turns in desolation to Rowena.
Rowena, "the fair-haired and blue-eyed," is not only a
physical countertype to the black-eyed and black-haired
Ligeia, but a symbolic one, too.

She is the this-world,

this-life aspect of the narrator's personality.

When his

inspiration dies (Ligeia), he turns to a this-world
orientation to fill the void.

He marries Rowena "in a

moment of mental alienation."

Unsatisfied, unfulfilled, he

rejects her.

"I loathed her with a hatred belonging more to

demon than to man."

His life is consumed by a longing for

Ligeia, the ideal other-world inspiration and insight which
he has lost.
There lies the conflict.

He wishes to rid himself of

Rowena and to revive Ligeia.
In the excitement of my opium dreams (for I was
habitually fettered in the shackles of the drug) I
would call aloud upon her name, during the silence
of the night, or among the sheltered recesses of
the glens by day, as if, through the wild
eagerness, the solemn passion, the consuming ardor
of my longing for the departed, I could restore her
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to the pathways she had abandoned--ah, could it be
forever?--upon the earth. (33)
But what Ligeia has to offer is "a wisdom too divinely
precious not to be forbidden."

Refusing to be content with

the offerings and limitations of this world (Rowena), and
striving to regain a hold on a knowledge more than mortal
(Ligeia), the narrator dares to be like God.

Consciously

and subconsciously, he questions how far man can push the
limits of his knowledge by sheer dint of will:
And the will therein lieth, which dieth not. Who
knoweth the mysteries of the will, with its vigor?
For God is but a great will pervading all things by
nature of its intentness. Man doth not yield
himself to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save
only through the weakness of his feeble will. (22)
The narrator wishes in this-life, in this-world, the
knowledge reserved for an other-world existence.

He desires

to be "in the form of God on high," as Ligeia's poem puts
it.

Left only with Rowena, he tries to repress, to kill her

and to resurrect Ligeia in her place.
As in "Ligeia," the interrelationships linking the
characters in "Usher" as aspects of one personality are
intricately established.

The narrator and Roderick are

linked as "boon companions in boyhood" and now as "intimate
associates."

The narrator is summoned by Roderick's letter,

a written communication representing a contact from the
subconscious.

The narrator describes himself as Roderick's

"best and indeed his only personal friend."

To suggest the

subconscious nature of Roderick, the narrator says that in
spite of their closeness, "I really knew little of my
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friend.

His reserve had been always excessive and

habitual."
The subconscious aspect of-personality that Roderick
represents is the artistic element.

His family line is

characterized by an unusual sensitivity and an inclination
to artistic pursuits.
I was aware, however, that his very ancient family
had been noted, time out of mind, for a peculiar
sensibility of temperament, displaying itself,
through long ages, in many works of exalted art,
and manifested, of late, in repeated deeds of
munificent yet unobtrusive charity, as well as in a
passionate devotion to . . . musical science.
(2-3)

Usher is no exception to his heritage.

After Madeline's

confinement, Usher spends his time in artistic pursuits,
composing music and painting.
His long improvised dirges will ring forever in my
ears. Among other things, I hold painfully in mind
a certain singular perversion and amplification of
the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber. From
the paintings over which his elaborate fancy
brooded, and which grew, touch by touch, into
vaguenesses at which I shuddered the more
thrillingly, because I shuddered knowing not
why;--from these paintings (vivid as their images
now are before me) I would in vain endeavour to
educe more than a small portion which should lie
within the compass of merely written words. By the
utter simplicity, by the nakedness of his designs,
he arrested and overawed attention. If ever mortal
painted an idea, that mortal was Roderick Usher.
(9)

Madeline, in turn, is also closely connected to
Roderick.

She is his "tenderly beloved sister, his sole

companion for long years, his last and only relative on
earth."

After her death, Roderick reveals an even closer

relationship between them.
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A striking similitude between the brother and
sister now first arrested my attention; and Usher,
divining, perhaps, my thoughts, murmured out some
few words from which I learned that the deceased
and himself had been twins, and that sympathies of
a scarcely intelligible nature had always existed
between them. (14)
Madeline, like Rowena and the artist's wife, represents
life, life in its physical, this-world sense.

That she is a

female twin permits the suggestion of sexuality and
fertility.

Roderick views her impending death with

"bitterness" because it "would leave him (him, the hopeless
and the frail) the last of the ancient race of the Ushers."
Without her, without physical life and love, he will be the
last of his line, a childless end.

The emphasis on Madeline

as the physical, sexual aspect of the narrator/Roderick/
Madeline personality is continued in the description of her
disease.

As her disease advances, her symptoms all have the

effect of stifling, paralyzing physical life and vitality.
The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled
the skill of her physicians. A settled apathy, a
gradual wasting away of the person, and frequent
although transient affections of a partially
cataleptical character were the unusual diagnosis.
(8)

The essence of this inner conflict is that the
personality is out of balance.

The artistic aspect of the

personality has become too dominant, too concentrated on
itself and repressive of the physical life aspect.

The

narrator puts his finger on the cause when he attempts to
pinpoint the origin of Usher's artistic creations:
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It was, perhaps, the narrow limits to which he
confined himself upon the guitar which gave birth,
in great measure, to the fantastic character of his
performance. But the fervid facility of his
impromptus could not rre so accounted for. They
must have been and wer�. in the notes, as well as
in the words of his wild fantasias (for he not
unfrequently accompanied himself with rhymed verbal
improvisations), the result of that intense mental
collectedness and concentration to which I have
previously alluded as observable only in particular
moments of the highest artificial excitement. (10)
"That intense mental collectedness and concentration" on art
that makes his art sublime is destructive to life and
sanity.

Just as the artistic temperament of the family line

has gone hand in hand with a family tree that is all trunk
and no branches, with minimal involvement with life, so
Roderick seems concentrated on art and limited on life.

The

repressed life participation in his personality, as
represented by Madeline, is in ill health and fading fast.
As Madeline's disease progresses, as she is stifled,
Roderick, too, suffers.

Upon first encounter, the narrator

can hardly recognize Roderick.

"It was with difficulty that

I could bring myself to admit the identity of the wan being
before me with the companion of my early boyhood."

The

concentration of his artistic efforts is mirrored in the
concentration, the dominance of his key physical features.
"And now in the mere exaggeration of the prevailing
character of these features, and of the expression they were
wont to convey, lay so much of change that I doubted to whom
I spoke."

His ar�istic sensitivity, too, has been increased

to an intolerable degree.

Smith 30
He entered, at some length, into what he conceived
to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said, a
constitutional and a family evil, and one for which
he despaired to find a remedy--a mere nervous
affection, he immediat�ly added, which would
undoubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in
a host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as
he detailed them, interested and bewildered me;
although, perhaps, the terms and the general manner
of their narration had their weight. He suffered
much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the
most insipid food was alone endurable; he could
wear only garments of certain texture; the odours
of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were
tortured by even a faint light; and there were but
peculiar sounds, and these from stringed
instruments, which did not inspire him with horror.
(6-7)
As she atrophies and he hypertrophies, the imbalance leads
both toward destruction.

Chapter IV
To help the reader find the inner level of the story,
the symbolism of the characters and the inner conflict, the
narrator has been endowed with yet another characteristic
that points the reader inward.

He has psychological

verisimilitude: he functions in a psychologically realistic
manner.

Few people can l_ook inside themse 1 ves and

understand and accept all they find within.

Few will allow

others to know them as well as they know themselves.

In a

similar fashion, the narrator, when he looks inside himself,
finds truths that he does not always comprehend, does not
always accept, and does not always wish others to know.
Consequently, his statements can be misleading: he misleads
unintentionally through his own ignorance; he misleads
intentionally through his refusal to accept or to let others
know what his introspection reveals.

In his dissertation,

"Narrative Point of View in Edgar Allan Poe's Criticism and
Fiction," Calvin Skaggs classifies such a narrator as a
"dramatic deceptive" narrator and describes him as one who,
deliberately or inadvertently, insists on things that are
not true, withholds or denies things that are true, does not
tell all he knows, and yet tells more than he himself knows.
Skaggs warns the reader to approach such a narrator with
caution lest he be misled:
In this method of presenting a story, Poe allowed
an autobiographical narrator to reveal the truth
about himself and his experience in an inverted or
deceptive manner: the dramatic relationship such a
narrator establishes with us prohibits our
accepting his story at face value. Instead we are
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forced to consider his evasiveness and his
self-contradictions in order to understand the
total significance of his experience� (200)
The narrator himself is mo�t helpful in this regard,
usually pointedly alerting the �eader to discrepancies on
his part.

He does so by calling attention to the presence

of the deception by some attention-arresting remark.

He

goes out of his way to mention facts he does not know or
remember.
events.

He questions his own reactions to people and
He emphatically denies reasonable possibilities.

He insists too much on certain explanations.
topics that he will not discuss.

He brings up

He says he will not

discuss subjects he goes on to relate in great detail.

One

of these attention-getting remarks nearly always introduces
the narrator's deceptiveness.

In effect, such statements

punctuate the deception, underlining or italicizing points
where the narrator should not be taken at his word.
In another context, Daniel Hoffman in Poe Poe Poe Poe
Poe Poe Poe makes a statement that can be applied here to
Poe's use of deceptiveness in the narrator: "Typical of
Edgarpoe.

His art conceals while it reveals, reveals while

it conceals" (71).

The deception or concealment that lies

behind what the narrator says and does not say, knows and
does not know, highlights what Poe wants to reveal.

To find

what is being concealed/revealed, the reader must not take
1

the narrator literally •

He must weigh the narrator's

statements and reactions carefully.
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The deceptiveness in "The Oval Portrait" is limited but
typical.

The first instance occurs when the narrator views

the oval portrait for the first time.

Immediately the

narrator alerts the reader by c·alling attention to his
reaction.
I glanced at the painting hurriedly, and then
closed my eyes. Why I did this was not at first
apparent even to my own perception. But while my
lids remained thus shut, I ran over in mind my
reason for so shutting them. It was an impulsive
movement to gain time for thought--to make sure
that my vision had not deceived me--to calm and
subdue my fancy for a more sober and more certain
gaze. In a very few moments I again looked fixedly
at the painting. (66-67)
The narrator's statement is signaling the reader to take
"time for thought," to take "a more sober and more certain
gaze" so that he is "not deceived."

To close his eyes and

then call attention to this reaction is the narrator's
attention-getter.

It indicates that his reaction to this

painting is important and should not be passed over.

To

state that he does not know why he closed his eyes signals
deception, in this case self-deception.
not wish to see the truth.

The narrator does

Continuing in the deceptive

mode, the narrator denies several possible reasons to be the
cause of his reaction.
But it could have been neither the execution of the
work, nor the immortal beauty of the countenance,
which had so suddenly and so vehemently moved me.
Least of all, could it have been that my fancy,
shaken from its half slumber, had mistaken the head
for that of a living person. I saw at once that
the peculiarities of the design, of the vignetting,
and of the frame, must have instantly dispelled
such an idea--must have prevented even its
momentary entertainment. (67)
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"Must -have," "must have" says the narrator.
should say the reader.

"Must not have"

The more insistently the narrator

reasons, the more closely the reader should scrutinize and
doubt.

It is the life-like quality that has caused him to

react.

He says as much when he settles on a cause for the

effect of the painting on him, contradicting his own
denials.
At length, satisfied with the true secret of its
effect, I fell back within the bed. I had found
the spell of the picture in an absolute
life-likeliness of expression, which at first
startling, finally confounded, subdued and appalled
me. (67)
Whether the vignette or its expression is the heart of the
realistic effect, the result is the same, the picture is
strikingly life-like.

It is precisely the ability of the

picture to suggest life itself that the narrator cannot
accept.

"Confounded," "subdued," "appalled," the narrator

is faced with a truth he does not want to admit.
Why should such life in art "appall" the narrator?

To

find the answer the narrator digs deeper into his
subconscious by turning to the art volume, his inner guide
to subconscious truths.
created this life in art.

It shows him the process that
This book explains that an artist

decides to paint his lovely and loving wife, she who is the
epitome of life itself.

He is tremendously successful, but

he takes the life away from her to create it on canvas.
life in her fades in direct proportion to the increase of
life-likeness in the portrait.

The subconscious

The
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mind/a·rtist, 1 ike the conscious mind/narrator, cannot accept
this reality.

"[H]e would not see that the light which fell

so ghastlily in that lone turret withered the health and the
spirits of his bride, who pined visibly to all but him."
"And he would not see that the tints which he spread upon
the canvas were drawn from the cheeks of her who sate beside
him."

When he does realize the connection, his reaction is

much like the narrator's.
"[A]nd, for one moment, the painter stood entranced
before the work which he had wrought; but in the
next, while he yet gazed, he grew tremulous and
very pallid, and aghast, and crying with a loud
voice, 'This is indeed Life itself' turned suddenly
to regard his beloved:---=-srie was dead!" (68)
"Tremulous," "pallid," "aghast," the artist is faced with a
truth he does not want to know.

What the narrator/artist

conceals, what he cannot accept, consciously or
subconsciously, is not that there is life in art but that
the artist's life suffers as his art flourishes.

It is

precisely the unwillingness of the narrator/artist to see
the truth that reveals the truth.

Their efforts to conceal

the truth from themselves, their denials, highlight the
truth to be revealed.
In "Ligeia," deceptiveness is more prominent in the
narrator.

He opens the story with a signal, a statement

revealing something concealed, something he does not
remember: "I cannot, for my soul, remember how, when, or
even precisely where, I first became acquainted with the
lady Ligeia."

In itself, this memory lapse is odd but not
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totally unacceptable.

Then he adds to this the startling

fact that "I have never known the paternal name of her."
Not to have ever known the paternal name of his wife is
beyond odd.

It is so bizarre ihat it must point inward to a

deeper significance than what is literally stated.

What

these concealed facts, these things unknown to the narrator,
begin to suggest is the symbolic nature of Ligeia.

If she

is a part of his own subconscious, a part of himself, she
would not necessarily have had a paternal name other than
his own.

The taking of his name in marriage could indicate

a closer union of these two aspects of the individual.

The

reason the narrator suggests for his inability to remember
supports Ligeia's symbolism:
Or, perhaps, I cannot now bring these points to
mind, because, in trut�the character of my
beloved, her rare learning, her singular yet placid
cast of beauty, and the thrilling and enthralling
eloquence of her low musical language, made their
way into my heart by paces so steadily and
stealthily progressive that they have been
unnoticed and unknown. (22)
If Ligeia symbolizes those qualities emphasized here, that
aspect of mind that can glimpse perfect knowledge, then the
conscious mind/narrator may indeed have become aware of
these revelations from his subconscious very gradually and
imperceptibly.

By calling attention to information he

cannot give, the narrator creates a discrepancy that leads
the reader toward the symbolism of the characters.
The full symbolism of Ligeia is developed and revealed
through additional statements stressing exactly what the
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narratbr does and does not know about Ligeia.

In contrast

to his opening remarks emphasizing his areas of ignorance,
the narrator now waxes eloquent on an aspect of Ligeia that
he does know well.

"There is one dear topic, however, on

which my memory fails me not.

It is the person of Ligeia."

What he then reveals is her physical perfection, her ideal
beauty.

As he concludes a lengthy physical description of

her, he calls attention to something else concealed,
something else he does not know.
eyes of Ligeia!

"The expression of the

How for long hours have I pondered upon it!

How have I, through the whole of a midsummer night,
struggled to fathom it!"

In spite of his efforts to

comprehend the expression in her eyes, he is unsuccessful.
"And thus how frequently, in my intense scrutiny of Ligeia's
eyes, have I felt approaching the full knowledge of their
expression--felt it approaching--yet not quite be mine--and
so at length entirely depart!"

He is able to see

correspondences to the expression in nature but is not able
to fully understand them either.
I found, in the commonest objects of the universe,
a circle of analogies to that expression. I mean
to say that, subsequently to the period when
Ligeia's beauty passed into my spirit, there
dwelling as in a shrine, I derived, from many
existences in the material world, a sentiment such
as I felt always aroused, within me, by her large
and luminous orbs. Yet not the more could I define
that sentiment, or analyze, or even steadily view
it. (25)
Again he returns the emphasis to what he does know.
I have spoken of the learning of Ligeia; it was
immense--such as I have never known in woman. •
How singularly--how thrillingly, this one point in
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the nature of my wife has forced itself, at this
late period only, upon my attention! (26)
What the narrator does know of Ligeia is perfection perfection of form and perfecti:on of knowledge.

What he

does not know, what is concealed from him, is a total
knowledge of Ligeia.

She is an ultimate, divine knowledge

available to the conscious mind only in temporary glimpses
and in part.

More than that is truly "too divinely precious

not to be forbidden."

And so, the conscious mind/narrator

is unable to "define," to "analyze," or to "steadily view
it•

II

By stressing both what he knows and what he does not
know, the narrator has revealed Ligeia's symbolism.

Next,

by introducing subjects he refuses to discuss, by
concealing, he reveals his inner conflict.

He refers to the

import of Ligeia's deathbed conversations.
Her voice grew more gentle--grew more low--yet I
would not wish to dwell upon the wild meaning of
the quietly uttered words. My brain reeled as I
hearkened entranced, to a melody more than
mortal--to assumptions and aspirations which
mortality had never before known. (27-28)
His concealment of this knowledge, "I would not wish to
dwell upon," reveals the importance of this knowledge to
him.

He does wish to dwell upon it.

another thought.

He starts and stops

"How had I deserved to be so blessed by

such confessions?--how had I deserved to be so cursed with
the removal of my beloved in the hour of my making them?
But upon this subject I cannot bear to dilate."

It is the

temporary nature of this knowledge that is so distressing to
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him.

And, finally, a third topic is introduced and shut

off.

"It is this wild longing--it is this eager vehemence

of desire for life--but for life--that I have no power to
portray--no utterance capable cif expressing."

The narrator

fervently wishes to dwell on this knowledge that has been
cut off.

He wishes to give it life, permanence.

By curtly

dismissing these topics as soon as he mentions them, he
calls attention to them; he reveals by his efforts to
conceal.
In a similar fashion, the narrator calls attention to
the importance of setting.
shall not name."

He purchases an abbey "which I

He mentions the furnishings and then stops

short: "But these absurdities I must not pause to detail.
Let me speak only of that one chamber, ever accursed
• • • ."

In describing the one chamber he states, "I have

said that I minutely remember the details of the chamber-yet I am sadly forgetful on topics of deep moment
Here the narrator is deliberately deceptive.

II

The setting is

"of deep moment" and will be discussed in the following
chapter.

At this point, suffice it to say that the

narrator's denials are a means of stressing that the setting
is significant.
The balance of the contradictions and denials is a form
of self-deception.

The narrator so deeply wants to regain

the lost insight that Ligeia provided that he can scarcely
admit the depth of that desire, even to himself.

Very early

in his second marriage, he rejects Rowena and, in his dreams
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of Lig-eia, wonders if "through the wild eagerness, the
solemn passion, the consuming ardor of my longing for the
departed, I could restore her t.o the pathways she had
abandoned--ah, could it be forever?--upon the earth."

So

deep-seated and important is the desire to resurrect Ligeia
that he conceals it.

When Rowena reveals what she hears and

sees, he states, "but which I could not hear" and "but which
I could not perceive."

But in almost the same breath he

adds, "[I] wished to show her (what let me confess it, I
could not all believe) that those almost inarticulate
breathings, and those very gentle variations of the figures
upon the wall, were but the natural effects of that
customary rushing of the wind."

He perceives a footfall and

then drops falling into a goblet and denies them as real.
But he follows the denial with: "Yet I cannot conceal it
from my own perception that, immediately subsequent to the
fall of the ruby-drops, a rapid change for the worse took
place in the disorder of my wife • • •

"

Then he

acknowledges a sob from the deathbed: "Yet I could not have
been deceived.
II

I had heard the noise, however faint

The conclusion he openly draws is this: "I could

no longer doubt that we had been precipitate in our
preparations--that Rowena still lived."
the reader and himself.

But he is deceiving

It is quite another conclusion he

hopes to be able to draw, one that he is afraid to admit
even to himself.
is concealing.

By degrees he draws attention to what he
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But why shall I minutely detail the unspeakable
horrors of that night? Why shall I pause to relate
how, time after time, until near the period of the
gray dawn, this hideous drama of revivification was
repeated; how each terrific relapse was only into a
sterner and apparently more irredeemable death; how
each agony wore the aspect of a struggle with some
invisible foe; and how each struggle was succeeded
by I know not what of wild change in the personal
appearance of the corpse. (37)

Why does he give the details?

Because of the "wild change

in the personal appearance of the corpse."

The narrator

does know, or, at least, does suspect and does hope where
these changes are leading.

By questioning his own reaction

and accounting, he is alerting the reader.

Again he

presents the conclusion that Rowena is alive.

"But if this

idea was not, even then, altogether adopted, I could at
least doubt no longer .
why should I doubt it?"

II

But he does doubt.

"Why,

At last, the truth will out, in

spite of all his denials.

"What inexpressible madness

seized me with that thought?" "'Here then, at least,' I
shrieked aloud, 'can I never--can I never be mistaken--these
are the full, and the black, and the wild eyes--of my lost
love--of the LADY LIGEIA.'"
In "Usher," the last story to be considered, the
narrator goes from a state of true ignorance of his internal
conflict to a state of denial as his subconscious reveals
the conflict to him.

In that he conceals from himself what

he cannot accept, his deceptiveness is self-directed.

As

the story begins he states, "I know not how it was--but,
with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of
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insuff-erable gloom pervaded my spirit."
straightforward.
of gloom.

His response is

He does not know why he had premonitions

Typically, he calls,attention to this foreboding

as significant.

"What was it--·1 paused to think--what was

it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of
Usher?"

His answer again is straightforward: "[T]he

analysis of this power lies among considerations beyond our
depth."

The truth of the matter has a twist, however.

The

matter is beyond his depth because he has not yet gone deep
enough into his subconscious mind to find the answer.

As he

speaks of Usher, a part of his subconscious mind, he points
out that his knowledge of him is limited.

"Although, as

boys, we had been even intimate associates, yet I really
knew little of my friend.
excessive and habitual."

His reserve has been always
The answer to his sense of

foreboding must wait until he is more intimately
knowledgeable of Usher and what he has to reveal.
As he enters the house and progresses to Usher's room,
he feels both foreboding and a sense of familiarity with the
surroundings.
Much that I encountered on the way contributed, I
know not how, to heighten the vague sentiments of
which I have already spoken. While the objects
around me--while the carvings of the ceilings, the
sombre tapestries of the walls, the ebon blackness
of the floors, and the phantasmagoric armorial
trophies which rattled as I strode, were but
matters to which, or to such as which, I had been
accustomed from my infancy--while I hesitated not
to acknowledge how familiar was all this
•

•

• •

( 4)
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The sense of uneasiness is connected to Usher and what he
will conceal/reveal.

The familiarity develops because it

is, after all, his own subconscious mind that he is
entering.
Although the setting is familiar, he has difficulty
recognizing Usher.

"It was with difficulty that I could

bring myself to admit the identity of the wan being before
me with the companion of my early boyhood."

He is beginning

to acknowledge the deteriorated mental state resulting from
the conflict, if not yet to acknowledge the conflict.

When

he encounters Madeline, there is no recognition, only a
sense of dread.

"I regarded her with an utter astonishment

not unmingled with dread; and yet I found it impossible to
account for such feelings."

So deeply has he repressed

Madeline, that he must go much deeper before he unearths the
reason behind the dread.

He chooses, however, to conceal

Madeline, to continue to repress her._

As if by tacit

consent, neither Usher nor the narrator mentions Madeline
for days.

"For several days ensuing, her name was

unmentioned by either Usher or myself

"

The narrator takes great pains to stress his ignorance
of where Usher is leading him.

"Yet, I should fail in any

attempt to convey an idea of the exact character of the
studies, or of the occupations, in which he involved me, or
led me the way."

"From the paintings over which his

elaborate fancy brooded, and which grew, touch by touch,
into vaguenesses at which I shuddered the more thrillingly,

becaus.e I shuddered knowing not why

.

. .
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.

II

"I would in

vain endeavour to educe more than a small portion which
should lie within the compass qf merely written words."

The

narrator does not wish to see all that is beginning to
confront him.
On the heels of such protests of ignorance, he helps
Usher bury Madeline.
uneasiness grows.
truth.

After the burial, the narrator's

Still denying, he refuses to accept the

When he listens, he denies that there is a reason

behind it: "I know not why, except that an instinctive
spirit prompted me."

When he hears a sound, he denies

knowledge of its source: "[C]ertain low and indefinite
sounds . • • came . • . I knew not whence."

He is

overwhelmed by a horror he denies as "unaccountable."
Denial: "I at once concluded that my fancy had deceived me .
Denial: "It was, beyond doubt, the coincidence alone

II

which had arrested my attention • • • • "

Denial: "Here again

I paused abruptly, and now with a feeling of wild
amazement--for there could be no doubt whatever that, in
this instance, I did actually hear (although from what
direction it proceeded I found it impossible to say)
II

stop.

Finally, the truth overwhelms him and the denials

"Bending closely over him [Usher], I at length drank

in the hideous import of his words."

The truth he has

denied to himself and others can be concealed no longer.

Chapter V
The name Poe instantly conjures up settings of Gothic
horror and terror.

The Gothic trappings are certainly there

on the surface, but beneath the'surface there is more.

The

narrator, as usual, is the key to the undercurrents swirling
below.

Because the setting is not objectively rendered but

subjectively described as perceived by the first person
narrator, (the same narrator who represents the conscious
mind dreaming its way into the subconscious), it functions
as a symbolic representation of the inner mind.
Before examining the stories individually, some
generalizations can be made about the symbolism of some
specific aspects of setting.

First, when the geographic

location is characterized by remoteness, the remoteness
indicates the narrator's withdrawal from the outer world
around him to the world of the inner mind.

Second, the

architectural setting, the specific building in which the
events occur, symbolizes the mind itself.

Featuring

multi-levels, rooms with irregular shapes and recesses,
convoluted passageways, the building represents the various
nooks and crannies of the mind and the twists and turns of
the mental processes.

A high tower room or an underground

chamber usually plays a prominent role.
subconscious level of the mind.

Both represent the

The more remote a room is,

the deeper the level of the subconscious it represents.
Third, the interior furnishings are a key to the general
state of mind.

Fourth, the lighting is nearly always
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artificial; to shut out daylight is to shut out the outer
world.

The artificial light stresses the interior world of

the inner mind.

Finally, one specific aspect of the

architee ture needs a comment of._ its own.

Doors, thresholds,

and entrances mark areas of the subconscious that are being
opened up to permit or force a new self-awareness or closed
to block off or repress the self-knowledge buried there.
Turning to the stories themselves, "The Oval Portrait"
has the characteristic of geographic remoteness.

It is set

in a "lonely·chateau" which "had been temporarily and very
lately abandoned,"

The narrator is isolating himself from

the outer world.
The only door in the story is the one by which the
narrator gains entrance to the chateau.

The valet has to

make a "forcible entrance" on behalf of the narrator,
suggesting some resistance by the narrator to the
exploration that will ensue.

The Random House Dictionary of

the English Language defines a valet as a "man servant who
attends to the personal needs of his employer" (1452).

An

interesting application of this definition to the valet's
role as doorbuster is that the narrator needs to know what
is locked inside his subconscious, even though he may not
want to know it.
Once inside, the narrator selects a "remote turret" room
with irregular contours created by "very many nooks which
the bizarre architecture of the chateau rendered necessary."
He is inside the recesses of his subconscious mind.

The key
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furnishings are "armorial trophies" and "an unusually great
number of very spirited modern paintings."

The combination

foreshadows a mind preoccupied �ith some relationship
between art and battle.

In order to study these paintings,

the narrator orders his valet "to close the heavy shutters
of the room--since it was already night--to light the
tongues of a tall candelabrum which stood by the head of my
bed."

He shuts out any remaining traces of the outside

world and concentrates on the inner world.
The bed is the other key element in the furnishings.

He

orders the valet "to throw open far and wide the fringed
curtains of black velvet which enveloped the bed itself."
It is an open invitation for sleep to come and open up the
curtain shielding the innermost recesses of his subconscious
mind.

And it does.

In a "dreamy stupor" after hours of

reading, the narrator shifts the position of the
candelabrum, and the "rays of the numerous candles (for
there were many) now fell within a niche of the room which
had hitherto been thrown into deep shade • . • • "

As a

result, he notices the painting that leads him to an
awareness of the struggle, the battle between life and art
hinted at by the furnishings of the room.
The narrator of "Ligeia" isolates himself in "an abbey,
which I shall not name, in one of the wildest and least
frequented portions of fair England."

The room he chooses

for himself and his new bride is also isolated, located "in
a high turret of the castellated abbey" in a section
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"altogether apart from the portion of the abbey tenanted by
the servants.''

He, too, is shutting out the exterior world

and focusing on his inner world_.
The description the narrator gives of the room and its
furnishings is heavy in occult overtones.

The room is

"pentagonal," a shape associated with witchcraft.

The

ceiling is "fretted with the wildest and most grotesque
specimens of a semi-Gothic, semi-Druidical device."

The

chandelier is perforated to disperse its light in a manner
such that it "writhed . . . as if endued with a serpent
vitality."

The angles of the room are decorated with

sarcophagi "of black granite."

The dominant element in the

interior decoration is a tapestry fabric used for wall
hangings, carpet, curtains, bed canopy and upholstery.

The

pattern of this fabric alters its appearance according to
one's vantage point in the room.
To one entering the room, they bore the appearance
of simple monstrosities; but • . . as the visiter
moved his station in the chamber, he saw himself
surrounded by an endless succession of the ghastly
forms which belong to the superstition of the
Norman, or arise in the guilty slumbers of the
monk. (32)
In addition to increasing the surface element of terror, the
furnishings suggest that what the mind is up to here is
unnatural, even diabolical.
There are two light sources in the setting.

One, the

only window, is "tinted of a leaden hue, so that the rays of
either the sun or moon passing through it, fell with a
ghastly lustre on the objects within."

The other, the
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chandelier, provides artificial lighting.

The outside world

is filtered out and the interior world is illuminated.
The first entrance mentionetl is in reference to Ligeia.
"She came and departed as a shadow.

I was never made aware

of her entrance into my closed study save by the dear music
of her low sweet voice, as she placed her marble hand upon
my shoulder."

Her ability to enter a closed room unobserved

is suggestive of her subconscious nature.
herself almost imperceptibly.

She reveals

The only other entrance

mentioned is the threshold to the bridal chamber.

The

farther one proceeds through this threshold and into the
room, the greater the horrors revealed, as the narrator has
already stated of the view of the tapestry.

The deeper he

delves into the subconscious, the more unsettling the
revelation.
Poe gives a master's touch to the psychological
symbolism of the setting of "The Fall of the House of
Usher."

The isolation of the house is such that "about the

whole mansion. and domain there hung an atmosphere peculiar
to themselves and their immediate vicinity • • • • "

Not

only the house but the atmosphere that surrounds it is set
apart from all else.
External atmosphBre is an element of setting not present
in the other stories.
the inner state.

It is an external manifestation of

Like furnishings, it is reflective of the

general state of mind.

Initially Poe has the narrator

establish the close identification of house and atmosphere:
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"Its evidence--the evidence of the sentience--was to be
seen, he said (and I here started as he spoke), in the
gradual yet certain condensatiqn of an atmosphere of their
own about the waters and the wall."

As the climax of the

story approaches, the atmosphere mirrors the internal
changes.
The impetuous fury of the entering gust nearly
lifted us from our feet. It was, indeed, a
tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one
wildly singular in its terror and its beauty. A
whirlwind had apparently collected its force in our
vicinity; for there were frequent and violent
alterations in the direction of the wind; and the
exceeding density of the clouds (which hung so low
as to press upon the turrets of the house) did not
prevent our perceiving the life-like velocity with
which they flew careering from all points against
each other, without passing away into the distance.
I say that even their exceeding density did not
prevent our perceiving this--yet we had no glimpse
of the moon or stars--nor was there any flashing
forth of the lightning. But the under surfaces of
the huge masses of agitated vapour, as well as all
terrestrial objects immediately around us, were
glowing in the unnatural light of a faintly
luminous and distinctly visible gaseous exhalation
which hung about and enshrouded the mansion.
(16-17)

There are two points of significance in the external storm.
First the storm reflects the peaking of the inner conflict.
Second, the artificial nature of the lighting suggests that
an inner revelation is imminent.

There is no natural

light - no moon, no stars, no lightning.

Instead there is

an "unnatural light" emanating from the gases about the
house itself.
That the house itself is intended to symbolize the mind
is presented in several ways.

First, the exterior of the
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house -is described with metaphors that suggest a human head.
The narrator twice in the first paragraph refers to the
"eye-like windows."

Roderick further develops the

correspondences in his poem "Th:e Haunted Palace."

He

identifies a head, "reared its head"; hair, "Banners yellow,
glorious, golden, / On its roof did float and flow"; eyes,
"two luminous windows"; and mouth, "And all with pearl and
ruby glowing/ Was the fair palace door."

Second, the

unusual nature of the Usher family tree has strengthened the
association between house and occupants.
[I]t was this deficiency, perhaps, of collateral
issue, and the consequent undeviating transmission,
from sire to son, of the patrimony with the name,
which had, at length, so identified the two as to
merge the original title of the estate in the
quaint and equivocal appellation of the "House of
Usher"--an appellation which seemed to include, in
the minds of the peasantry who used it, both the
family and the family mansion. (3)

The Usher family tree is almost exclusively a father to son
direct line.

Whatever branching occurred was not lasting.

Consequently, the house and owner have become almost
synonymous to the local people.

Third, Roderick's theory of

sentience strengthens the bond between house and owners.
believes in an interrelationship between all things.

He

As he

applies this theory to his own home, it means every physical
detail of his home, from the nature and arrangement of each
individual stone in the masonry to the atmosphere outside
the house, has a marked influence on the Usher family.
The belief, however, was connected • • • with the
gray stones of the home of his forefathers. The
conditions of the sentence [sic] has been here, he
imagined, fulfilled in the method of collocation of
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these stones--in the order of their arrangement, as
well as in that of the many fungi which overspread
them, and of the decayed trees which stood
around--above all, in the long undisturbed
endurance of this arrangement, and in its
reduplication in the still waters of the tarn. Its
evidence--the evidenc�of the sentience--was to be
seen, he said (and I here started as he spoke), in
the gradual yet certain condensation of an
atmosphere of their own about the waters and the
walls. The result was discoverable, he added, in
that silent yet importunate and terrible influence
which for centuries had moulded the destinies of
his family, and which made him what I now saw
him--what he was. (12-13)
The key to the general state of the mind being revealed,
usually given by the interior furnishings, is first
presented in "Usher" by the narrator's description of the
exterior condition of the house.
"specious totality."

The exterior has a

Although it seems to be holding

together, the deteriorating condition of the individual
stones and the "barely perceptible fissure" in the wall
imply that its downfall is imminent.

This is a mind

characterized by instability and verging on a breakdown.
No portion of the masonry had fallen; and there
appeared to be a wild inconsistency between its
still perfect adaptation of parts, and the
crumbling condition of the individual stones. In
this there was much that reminded me of the
specious totality of old woodwork which has rotted
for long years in some neglected vault, with no
disturbance from the breath of the external air.
Beyond this indication of extensive decay, however,
the fabric gave little token of instability.
Perhaps the eye of a scrutinizing observer might
have discovered a barely perceptible fissure,
which, extending from the roof of the building in
front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag
direction, until it became lost in the sullen
waters of the tarn. (4)
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The furnishings add a tone of deep gloom and a sense of
irrevocably lost vitality to this initial impression of
instability.

As the narrator is led "through many dark and

intricate passages," deeper into the recesses of his own
subconscious mind, he notices "the sombre tapestries of the
walls, the ebon blackness of the floors, and the
phantasmagoric armorial trophies."

When he reaches Usher's

chamber, the same impressions are deepened:
Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general
furniture was profuse, comfortless, antique, and
tattered. Many books and musical instruments lay
scattered about, but failed to give any vitality to
the scene. I felt that I breathed an atmosphere of
sorrow. An air of stern, deep, and irredeemable
gloom hung over and pervaded all. (5)
It is as if destruction is imminent and inevitable, and all
that remains is to await the moment when the process already
in progress will have been completed.
Lighting once again shuts out or filters out the outside
world.

The narrator describes the windows in Roderick's

chamber:
The windows were long, narrow, and pointed, and at
so vast a distance from the black oaken floor as to
be altogether inaccessible from within. Feeble
gleams of encrimsoned light made their way through
the trellissed panes, and served to render
sufficiently distinct the more prominent objects
around; the eye, however, struggled in vain to
reach the remoter angles of the chamber, or the
recesses of the vaulted and fretted ceiling. (5)
At this point, the exterior world has been shut off, but not
much interior illumination has been provided.
is in the dark, or at least in the shadows.

The narrator
Later, however,

on the night of the storm, Usher comes to his chamber
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"beari-ng a lamp," and the narrator sees much more clearly
than he wishes to see.
If one were to do a study of doors, thresholds, and
entrances in Poe, it would have· to culminate in "Usher. 11
This facet of architecture plays an intricate and subtle
role in the psychological symbolism of the setting.

In

brief, the symbolic function of the doors is to open up or
close off to the conscious mind subconscious revelations.
The narrator perceives the presence of the doors, but Usher
in integrally involved in the functioning of the doors.
Some critic once regretted Poe's lamentable use of the verb
ushered in this story as a lapse in craftsmanship.

Another

has traced the name Usher to an actual person in Poe's past.
Neither observation does justice to Poe's intent.

The

proper name and the verb are both intentional because of
what Usher does in the story.

The Random House Dictionary

of the English Language includes the following among its
definitions of usher: "n. an officer or servant having
charge of an entrance door; doorkeeper; v. to act as an
usher; to lead, introduce, or show; to precede or herald"
(1448).

Usher is the master doorkeeper to the secrets of

the inner mind.

He leads the narrator through the

subconscious, opening doors and introducing, showing,
heralding the truths hidden behind them.
A straight chronological progression through the
references to doors in the story is perhaps the simplest way
to demonstrate their role.

The starting point is when the
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narrator enters the house.

"A servant in waiting took my

horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall.

A

valet of stealthy step, thence -conducted me, in silence,
through many dark and intricat�passages in my progress to
the studio of his master."

The valet is a messenger from

the subconscious, like Roderick's letter, summoning the
narrator to the master Usher, that part of his subconscious
mind that will lead him deeper and deeper into himself.
Next comes the actual entrance into Usher's chamber.
"The valet now threw open a door and ushered me into the
presence of his master."

The choice of the phrase "threw

open" should not be missed.

The narrator does not always

wish to know what is behind each door.

The forcefulness of

the verb suggests that, even at this early stage of the
inner exploration, the narrator is being forced by his own
subconscious to venture forth and explore.
Usher's role as guide and mentor is further established
at the next door.

The narrator's first glimpse of Madeline,

his first glimmer of what she represents, is when she
"passed slowly through a remote portion of the apartment,
and, without having noticed my presence, disappeared."

A

door closes behind her, and the narrator, startled and
alarmed by her sudden appearance and disappearance,
immediately turns to his Usher to open the door, to explain.
"When a door, at length, closed upon her, my glance sought
instinctively and eagerly the countenance of the brother
II

Usher gives no explanation at this moment, but his
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role a-s usher is established from the narrator's
perspective.
Madeline's brief appearance is a turningpoint marking a
more intimate alliance between barrator and Usher.

The

narrator continues to define Usher's role as usher:
I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many
solemn hours I thus spent alone with the master of
the House of Usher. Yet I should fail in any
attempt to convey an idea of the exact character of
the studies, or of the occupations, in which he
involved me, or led me the way. (9)
The next door will be buried deep underground, deep in
the subconscious mind.

Usher foreshadows it in a painting:

A small picture presented the interior of an
immensely long and rectangular vault or tunnel,
with low walls, smooth, white, and without
interruption or device. Certain accessory points
of the design served well to convey the idea that
this excavation lay at an exceeding depth below the
surface of the earth. No outlet was observed in
any portion of its vast extent, and no torch or
other artificial source of light was discernible;
yet a flood of intense rays rolled throughout, and
bathed the whole in a ghastly and inappropriate
splendour. (9)
That there is no outlet from the room, and so no inlet,
indicates that Usher and follower are not yet to this point
in their inner journey.

Usher is trying to prepare the

narrator in advance for what is to come.

The brilliance of

the light in this room indicates that this is where the
treasure is buried; this is where the ultimate inner truth
is hiding.

The descriptive vocabulary stresses the

powerfulness of the illumination, of this revelation yet to
be revealed.

It is a "flood," that permeates everywhere.

Its "intense" rays "rolled" and "bathed" "throughout."
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The next door the narrator sees is the door to the room
depicted in the painting.

Usher brings the narrator here to

assist him with the temporary entombment of Madeline.
At the request of Ushir, I personally aided him in
the arrangements for the temporary entombment. The
body having been encoffined, we two alone bore it
to its rest. The vault in which we placed it (and
which had been so long unopened that our torches,
half smothered in its oppressive atmosphere, gave
us little opportunity for investigation) was small,
damp, and entirely without means of admission for
light; lying, at great depth, immediately beneath
that portion of the building in which was my own
sleeping apartment. It had been used, apparently,
in remote feudal times, for the worst purposes of a
donjon-keep, and, in later days, as a place of
deposit for powder, or some other highly
combustible substance, as a portion of its floor,
and the whole interior of a long archway through
which we reached it, were carefully sheathed with
copper. The door, of massive iron, had been, also,
similarly protected. Its immense weight caused an
unusually sharp grating sound, as it moved upon its
hinges. (14)
Four points need to be noted.
and unrevealing.

First, the light is very dim

What Usher and his follower are all about

here is not revealing but concealing.
Madeline and what she symbolizes.

They are burying

The conscious mind and

the artistic element in the subconscious are repressing life
for the sake of art.

Second, the location of the room is at

a very great depth in the ground directly below the
narrator's "own sleeping apartment."
the subconscious of the narrator.

The burial is deep in

Third, the temporary

nature of the entombment, of the repression, is
foreshadowed.

The vault was formerly used as a storage

place for some "highly combustible substance" and hence the
heavily reinforced nature of the vault.

What is being
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buried here now is also of a highly volatile, highly
explosive nature.

The light locked into the room in the

painting had a powerful intensity.

Truth will out.

Finally, the door to this vault is being closed upon the
secret.

The depth of the vault and the strength of the door

suggest the intensity of will with which this inner secret
is being locked away.

Usher and narrator close the door

securely, turn their backs, and retreat from the dark
depths.

"We replaced and screwed down the lid, and, having

secured the door of iron, made our way, with toil, into the
scarcely less gloomy apartments of the upper portion of the
house."
For some days now there is no mention of doors.

It is

during this period that the narrator suggests that Usher is
"labouring with some oppressive secret, to divulge which he
struggled for the necessary courage."
to the narrator's own room.

The next door is that

Usher comes to the narrator, to

his sleeping apartment, light in hand.

"[A] light step on

an adjoining staircase arrested my attention.
recognised it as that of Usher.

I presently

In an instant afterward he

rapped, with a gentle touch, at my door and entered, bearing
a lamp."

Usher has come seeking the narrator, light in

hand, to open the door, to release the "oppressive secret·."
His first words and actions are ones of revelation:
"And you have not seen it?"
having stared about him for
silence--"you have not then
you shall." Thus speaking,
shaded his lamp, he hurried

he said abruptly, after
some moments in
seen it?--but, stay!
and having carefully
to one of the
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casements, and threw it freely open to the storm.
(16)

He is bringing to fulfillment his role as master Usher.
Taking care that his lamp will _not be extinguished, he
forces open a window that the narrator may "see." The storm
mirrors the internal mental conflict.

The narrator does

not wish to see; the conscious mind senses a danger in the
hidden secret and turns away.
"You must not--you shall not behold this!" said I,
shuddering, to Usher, as I led him, with a gentle
violence, from the window to a seat. "These
appearances, which bewilder you, are merely
electrical phenomena not uncomrnon--or it may be
that they have their ghastly origin in the rank
miasma of the tarn. Let us close this
casement;--the air is chilling and dangerous to
your frame. (17)
The truth is inescapable, nonetheless.

The story he

hurriedly selects to calm and divert Usher is, ironically, a
mini-version parallel to the one in progress in the house of
Usher: a story of doors being forcibly opened to reveal
hidden monsters.

Just as the art volume was a subconscious

guide to the narrator of "The Oval Portrait," so the
narrator here is guided against his will by the story "Mad
Trist."

The hero makes a forced entry into the interior of

a building.

"I had arrived at that well-known portion of

the story where Ethelred, the hero of the Trist, having
sought in vain for peaceable admission into the dwelling of
the hermit, proceeds to make good an entrance by force."
he reads the description of the breaking down of the door,

As
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the sounds described seem to occur within the house of
Usher.
[I]t appeared to me that, from some very remote
portion of the mansion·, there came, indistinctly,
to my ears, what might have been, in its exact
similarity of character, the echo (but a stifled
and dull one certainly) of the very cracking and
ripping sound which Sir Launcelot had so
particularly described. (18)
Ethelred now enters the room and encounters not a hermit but
a fierce dragon and a shield inscribed with this legend:
"Who entereth herein, a conqueror hath bin; / Who slayeth
the dragon, the shield he shall win."

Ethelred slays his

monster, but the narrator will not be able to destroy the
monster he finds within.
As the narrator continues to read the story, Usher
prepares for his final act as master Usher.

Having

confronted the narrator with the necessity of seeing, he
focuses his own attention, and thus the narrator's, on the
door.

"From a position fronting my own, he had gradually

brought round his chair, so as to sit with his face to the
door of the chamber. •

II

He reveals the hidden secret

and the door opens for the narrator to behold.
"MADMAN!"--here he sprang furiously to his feet,
and shrieked out his syllables, as if in the effort
he were giving up his soul--"MADMAN! I TELL YOU
THAT SHE NOW STANDS WITHOUT THE DOOR!"
As if in the superhuman energy of his
utterance there had been found the potency of a
spell, the huge antique panels to which the speaker
pointed threw slowly back, upon the instant, their
ponderous and ebony jaws. It was the work of the
rushing gust--but then without those doors there
DID stand the lofty and enshrouded figure of the
lady Madeline of Usher. (20)
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The revelation Usher proclaims is the destruction of the
personality brought on by the mental imbalance.

Total

repression of life for the sake of art can only destroy
both.

The doors that open to reveal this truth are

"ponderous and ebony jaws" that devour as they reveal:
For a moment she remained trembling and reeling to
and fro upon the threshold, then, with a low
moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon the person of
her brother, and in her violent and now final
death-agonies, bore him to the floor a corpse, and
a victim to the terrors he had anticipated. (21)
The narrator cannot slay this inner monster of
imbalance.

Instead, he opens the final door, an exit.

"From that chamber, and from that mansion, I fled aghast."
He withdraws from the subconscious revelations of his dream
state and escapes by awaking, as suggested by his hasty
departure from the house.

Awake, conscious, he reflects on

the imminent destruction revealed by his dream.
While I gazed, this fissure rapidly widened--there
came a fierce breath of the whirlwind--the entire
orb of the satellite burst at once upon my
sight--my brain reeled as I saw the mighty walls
rushing asunder--there was a long tumultuous
shouting sound like the voice of a thousand
waters--and the deep and dank tarn at my feet
closed sullenly and silently over the fragments of
the "HOUSE OF USHER." (21)

Conclusion
Poe exerts a lot of effort fashioning the narrator.

He

discredits his reliability to discourage a face-value
credibility.

He puts him in a dream state to give him

access to his subconscious mind.

He makes him and the other

characters representative of facets of the inner mind.

He

fashions a setting that the narrator's perception helps
present as representative of the functioning of the inner
mind.

He creates deceptiveness in his nature and then makes

him alert the reader to the deception so that the reader
will take the right turns along the way.
journey end?

Where does the

What is the effect that Poe wishes to create?

It is the effect of inner conflict, of psychological
fiction.

In each story there is an inner conflict raging

within the composite individual.

In "Ligeia" it is a quest

for divine knowledge undertaken by a mortal.

It is the

conflict expressed by the seeker of other-world perfection
in "Israfel."
Yes, Heaven is thine; but this
Is a world of sweets and sours:
Our flowers are merely--flowers,
And the shadow of thy perfect bliss
Is the sunshine of ours.
If I could dwell
Where Israfel
Hath dwelt, and he were I,
He might not sing so wildly well
A mortal melody,
While a bolder note than this might swell
From my lyre within the sky. (461)
But the inner revelation the narrator finds is that such
other-world knowledge, such perfection, is not the lot of

Smith 63
mortal· man.

Ligeia reveals it in her poem as she speaks of

mankind as "Mimes, in the form of God on high":
That motley dramal--oh, be sure
It shall not be forgot!
With its Phantom chase·d for evermore,
By a crowd that seize it not,
Through a circle that ever returneth in
To the self-same spot,
And much of Madness and more of Sin
And Horror the soul of the plot. (29)
Man tries to imitate God, to obtain divine knowledge.

The

"Phantom," the ultimate knowledge, is not to be had on the
stage of this world.

Man's search within himself for such

knowledge is unsuccessful and produces "Madness," "Sin," and
"Horror."

Death must intervene before man can know more.

Man's desire for more can be only a dream.

Only in his

dream does the narrator regain Ligeia, and only after
Rowena, this life, has died.
In both "The Oval Portrait" and "The Fall of the House
of Usher,'' the conflict is between art and life.

Maurice

Beebe in Ivory Towers and Sacred Founts: The Artist As Hero
in Fiction from Geothe to Joyce discusses two opposing views
of the relationship between art and life:
What I call the Sacred Fount tradition tends to
equate art with experience and assumes that the
true artist is one who lives not less, but more
fully and intensely than others. Within this
tradition art is essentially the re-creation of
experience. The Ivory Tower tradition on the other
hand, exalts art above life and insists that the
artist can make use of life only if he stands
aloof • • • . (13)
"The Oval Portrait" belongs to the Sacred Fount tradition.
Beebe seems to refer directly to the plot of the story when
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he states, "[O]ne implication of the Sacred Fount myth is
that life and art are interchangeable.

Life can be

converted directly to art, but·to do so is to destroy life.
Similarly, art and the artist may be destroyed by life."
Such is the plight of the artist in Poe's "The Oval
Portrait."
"The Fall of the House of Usher" belongs to the other
extreme.

Usher withdraws from life, represses his natural

desires to participate in life, and creates from afar.
too, is destroyed.

He,

Balance is the key, as Beebe states:

We have seen that the usual situation of the
artist-hero involves a conflict between those
opposing ideals which I have characterized as the
Ivory Tower and Sacred Fount traditions. The
former insists that the true artist must hold
himself aloof from life, while the latter finds the
source of art in experience. The artist is pulled
in both directions simultaneously because his needs
as a human being are not those of his creative
self. Almost always the two selves are at odds,
and it is a rarely fortunate artist who achieves
happiness and success both as a man and a creator.
Yet the artist who moves too far in either
direction and separates art from life is more
likely to fail than the artist who attains a
balance between his two selves. (307-308)
Poe has created a narrator who is a weaver: all the
threads of the story are woven by the narrator into a single
pattern, the pattern of inner conflict.

The narrator is the

means by which Poe externalizes inner drama.

As Poe himself

protested, his "terror is not of Germany but of the soul"
(qtd. in Arthur Hobson Quinn, 289).

Nor is his fiction the

psychology of the abnormal, as many critics claim, but the
psychology of the normal mind.

It is the mind struggling
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with p·roblerns common to man, the mind seeking a balance with
which it can live.

The narrator of "The Black Cat," with

typical unawareness on the part of the narrator, expresses
well Poe's psychology:
Hereafter, perhaps, some intellect may be found
which will reduce my phantasm to the
cornrnon-place--sorne intellect more calm, more
logical, and far less exciteable than my own, which
will perceive, in the circumstances I detail with
awe, nothing more than an ordinary succession of
very natural causes and effects. (254)
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